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Background and Purpose:  Given the turbulent and highly contested 
environment in which  professional coaches  work,  a  prime  concern  
to  coach  developers is  how coaches learn their craft. 
Understanding the learning and development of senior coaches (SCs) 
and assistant coaches (ACs) in the Australian Football League (AFL – 
the peak organisation for Australian Rules Football) is important to 
better develop the next generation of performance coaches. Hence 
the focus of this research was to examine the learning of SC and AC 
in the AFL. Fundamental to this research was an understanding that 
the AFL and each club within the league be regarded as learning 
organisations and workplaces with their own learning cultures 
where learning takes place. The purpose of this paper was to examine 
the learning culture for AFL coaches. Method: Five SCs, 6 ACs, and 5 
administrators (4 of whom were former coaches) at 11 of the 16 AFL 
clubs were recruited for the research project. First, demographic data 
were collected for each participant (e.g. age, playing and coaching 
experience, development and coach development activities). Second, 
all participants were involved in one semi- structured interview of 
between 45 and 90 minutes duration. An interpretative (hierarchical 
content) analysis of the interview data was conducted to identify 
key emergent themes. 
 
Results: Learning was central to AFL coaches becoming a SC. 
Nevertheless, coaches reported a sense of isolation and a lack of 
support in developing their craft within their particular learning 
culture. These coaches developed a unique dynamic social network 
(DSN) that involved episodic contact with a number of respected 
confidantes often from diverse fields (used here in the Bourdieuian 
sense) in developing their coaching craft. Although there were some 
opportunities in their workplace, much of their learning was 
unmediated by others, underscoring the importance of their agentic 
engagement in limited workplace affordances. 
 
Conclusion: The variety of people accessed for the purposes of 
learning (often beyond the immediate workplace) and the long time 
taken to establish networks of supporters meant that a new way of 
describing the social networks of AFL coaches was needed; DSN. 
However, despite the acknowledged utility of learning from others, 
all coaches reported some sense of isolation in their learning. The 
sense of isolation brought about by  professional volatility in  high-
performance Australian Football offers an alternative view on 
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Introduction 
This paper reports on a research project titled ‘Coaching knowledge, learning and 
mentoring in the AFL’ (see Mallett, Rossi, and Tinning 2007, 2008). This study 
focused on how assistant coaches (ACs) learned to become senior coaches (SCs) 
in the Australian Football League (AFL). Following the theme of this special issue, 
we have revisited the project through the conceptual lens of cultural learning. In 
what follows, we first revisit the theoretical constructs of this special issue and 
connect them to this study. We allude to some of the challenges that exist in 
professional football that demonstrate that the theories that underpin this 
edition are powerful and generative but maybe limited in how they can 
account for the structural constraints of high-performance and high-stakes 
football. We then describe something about the game of Australian Rules Football 
(AFL). It is a uniquely Australian game that though having identifiable elements of 
other games (possession, invasive qualities, field position, etc.) remains obscure 
to many. Following this we then have adapted Barker-Ruchti et al.’s (2015) two 
key foci for the holistic study of learning in high-performance sport to 
specifically relate to coaches’ learning; namely (a) How do individuals become 
(successful) coaches and (b) How can ‘valuable’ learning for coaches be 
enhanced? These questions respond to a conceptualisation of cultural learning as 
originally articulated by Hodkinson, Biesta, and James (2008). Recall, Barker-
Ruchti et al.’s purpose was to demonstrate the ‘utility of using a cultural learning 
framework’ as described by Hodkinson, Biesta, and James (2008). Consequently, 




Revisiting the theory 
While there is some blurring of the concepts of ‘field’ (Bourdieu 1977) and 
‘culture’ with the context of the scholarly work on cultural learning (see Barker-
Ruchti et al., 2015; Hodkinson, Biesta, and James 2008), the message is a clear 
one. The contextual parameters that define shape and to some extent govern 
fields or cultures are clearly central to how learning ‘happens’ within them. That is 
to say such parameters are central to the ‘practices’ within the field. Rather than 
consider this as a dualism, something Hodkinson, Biesta, and James (2008) seek 
to distance themselves from (as indeed does Biesta elsewhere), it is better to 
draw on the language of Giddens (1984, 1991) and refer to this as a duality – a 
symbiotic and reflexive relationship where the mutual influence leads to 
ongoing evolution of the field. Fields then are social spaces that are infused with 
power struggles and organising structures (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992). Often 
fields overlap and the rules and structures of one field come to influence those of 
another. Hence, field can be understood as a social arena of relationships and 
practices through which certain values and beliefs are situated by the actions of 
people who maintain the relationships in the field (Wacquant 1989). Importantly, 
 
particularly for this study as it transpired, Bourdieu in an interview with 
Wacquant (1989) also referred to field as a network or a configuration of 
relations whereby those within the field were ‘determined’ by those relations. 
Moreover, he suggested that fields tend not to manifest observable beginning 
and end points. We can take from this that cultures within which learning takes 
place and the culture of that learning do not have sharp edges of demarcation. 
As Barker-Ruchti et al. (this edition) indicate, within the Theory of Learning 
Cultures (TLC) power is a key determinant of the practices within a field 
especially in terms of what stands for accepted or official knowledge (see Apple 
for an example in education 2014) and the legitimised practices of that field. There 
is ample literature within sports coaching to suggest that the contested nature of 
high-performance sport constitutes the field in certain ways such that what 
‘matters’ is narrowly defined by win–loss records and advancement to the final 
phases of the competitive season (see e.g. Lyle 2002; Mallett and Coˆ te´ 2006; 
O’Boyle 2014). The power exerted in the case of professional football by club 
owners and directors or CEOs is such that the learning culture of a club is of only 
modest concern some way below the importance of winning the pennant. 
Hence coaches live on a knife edge in terms of job security and to openly 
demonstrate that they are seeking new learning makes the implicit suggestion of 
not being knowledgeable enough to take the team to the championship. Even if 
this is not the case, it becomes the perception and at this point the ‘field’ 
becomes a hostile environment. 
Within the context of this special edition the idea of ‘horizons of learning’ is 
promoted as a concept that ‘connotes vision’ (Barker-Ruchti et al. this edition) and 
therefore promotes a consideration of what is available and what might be the 
limits to learning. Given the highly unstable nature of professional football 
coaching we are inclined to agree that this is important. However, we would 
argue that the nature of the field of professional football might render the 
underpinning theories of this special edition as important yet insufficient in 
accounting for high-performance coach learning in the context of Australian 
football. For example, Barker-Ruchti et al. in this edition drawing on the work of 
Hodkinson, Biesta, and James (2008) speculate that a horizon for learning ‘refers 
to the learning that is possible in relation to individuals’ dispositions and the 
learning cultures in which they participate’ (p. 85). Moreover, they further 
theorise that the metaphorical horizon facilitates negotiation of what is possible 
through intelligible actions, reflections and understanding. While this is an 
attractive notion, how football coaches perform on game day tends towards the 
conservative – they play a percentage game. We could argue that this 
represents an example of ‘learning how to win’ and therefore is 
commensurate with how the culture (and the power relations within it) shapes 
behaviour and learning. However, conservatism is an exercise not in change, but 
in maintaining the status quo. Innovation in coaching is not a common 
occurrence especially in football, as the stakes are extraordinarily high. As a con- 
sequence, we suggest that the possibilities within the culture of, in the case of 
this study, AFL, for coach learning might be more limited than we imagine. 
 
Hence intelligible actions, reflections and understanding may well manifest in AFL 
coaching and coach learning; however, we are drawn to ask if the culture of 
professional football itself affords these, or whether coach agency works in 
different ways to bring about coach learning opportunities that exist external to 
the culture – away from the surveillance and intervention of senior club 
officials (see e.g. Haimes 2006). Our view is that it may be necessary to 
extend the underpinning theories of this special edition when considering the 
case of professional football since coaches might have to learn in spite of the 
culture rather than either because of or indeed through it. 
 
 
Australian football for the uninitiated 
Think of a playing space about twice the area of a soccer pitch but which is oval 
in shape. On the field there are 36 players (18 on each side). The object of the 
game is to kick the oval-shaped ball (a little like a rugby ball) through the 
goal posts at the end of the ground. Similar to all invasion games, teams 
need to prevent scores by the opposition while maximising their own 
opportunities for scoring. While there are designated positions such as ‘forwards’, 
it is not unusual for a defender to score a goal. Players can run with the ball 
provided it is bounced at least once every 15 m and a player cannot throw the 
ball to a team member but must handball it (sort of an uppercut motion where 
the ball is ‘hit’ to another player). A player may tackle another player provided 
that the player is in possession of the ball. Points are scored when a player kicks 
the ball through the two central posts (a goal – 6 points) or within the outer 
posts (1 point). The target is therefore very large, meaning goals can be 
scored from a long way out –  making it a spectacular game to watch. 
Although Australian Football bears some resemblance to Irish Football, it is 




Locating AFL in the high-performance sport context 
High-performance (elite) coaching is characterised by several features, including 
(a) a high level of coach and athlete commitment to pursue excellence (e.g. 
medium-term player con- tracts); (b) systematic and serially planned preparation 
(i.e. highly structured training); (c) participation in well-organised and elite 
competitions; and (d) extensive investment of time in mostly full-time coaching 
work (Lyle 2002; Mallett 2010; Trudel and Gilbert 2006). Using the 
aforementioned criteria those coaching in the AFL can be classified as high-
performance coaches (Mallett, Rossi, and Tinning 2007, 2008). 
Despite deliberate attempts by coaches to control the coaching environment 
through highly structured and coaching plans, the reality is that much of 
coaching is more like ‘structured improvisation’ (Cushion, Armour, and Jones 
2003) because of the need to be responsive to a dynamic, complex and 
volatile environment (Saury and Durand 1998). To portray high-performance 
coaching as a set of perceptible and predictable processes is problematic 
 
(Mallett 2007) because several sets of relations should be considered (Fenwick 
2001), including the interdependence between (a) coaching tasks; (b) coaches’ 
relations with others (e.g. athletes and Board); and (c) the specific coaching 
setting (Mallett 2007; Rynne and Mallett 2012). This view of coaching mirrors 
the turbulent and highly contested culture in which coaches operate and in 
which they attempt to ‘become’ (see Hager and Hodkinson 2009) not simply 
AFL head coaches but AFL championship coaches. In this context, in spite of its 
highly contested nature, learning occurs through social participation workplace 
environment (Billett 2001). We need to bear in mind, however, that the 
arrangements for social participation are not always supportive in professional 
football. 
Notwithstanding Mallett’s (2007) and Fenwick’s (2001) analyses above, Barker-
Ruchti et al. (this edition) suggest that while recognising that different sports 
and even different clubs have different local cultures, there is enough 
evidence to suggest that (1) as a global phenomenon, high-performance sport 
is characterised by a dominant culture and (2) this culture is commodity 
oriented. Such commodification is characterised by fragmentation, prescription, 
management, control and accountability. AFL, like other high-performance sport, 
is oriented towards a market of results, championships, medals and records, as 
we have suggested. As Barker-Ruchti et al. (this edition) point out: 
 
In relation to high performance sport, a commodity orientation is reflected in 
four areas: (a) the intended purpose of participation in high performance 
sport; (b) how athletes are viewed; (c) coach-athlete relationships; and (d) 




Professional sport as a learning  culture  – the AFL 
The pedagogical power of sport and sporting contexts is as well-supported 
concept with the learning opportunities regarded as being wide and varied (e.g. 
Broh 2002; Fraser-Thomas and Coˆ te´ 2009; Kidd 2008). At the same time the 
wide variation in different sporting contexts, be it schools, local clubs, high-
performance sports institutes or professional sporting franchises invariably offer 
different learning opportunities that serve different needs and intended 
outcomes. Concomitantly, different sporting contexts are different pedagogical 
spaces. High-performance sporting environments, such as the professional 
franchises featured in this paper, although often viewed as a  commodified 
entity, are nonetheless places not only of workplace learning, but as a 
workplace, it also affords distinct kinds of pedagogical opportunities as well as 
challenges. Hence for the coaches in this study, the culture of football, of work 
and of high-stakes, high-performance sport, intersected to create a unique 
culture of learning (Hodkinson, Biesta, and James 2008), one framed by urgency, 
dynamism and depending on match-day results one of extreme uncertainty. As 
Mallett, Rossi, and Tinning (2007, 2008) have suggested, AFL, like other 
professional codes of sport, is a highly contested workplace and continued 
 
employment in particular spaces cannot be guaranteed. As a learning culture, 
professional sport is as precarious as many other high-performance, high-
stakes environments, such as financial markets or emergency medicine 
(Hussain, in progress). 
There has also been considerable attention devoted to the various roles within 
sport, particularly with respect to coaches and administrators (Rynne, Mallett, 
and Tinning 2006, 2010). As a result, the field is generally receptive to 
pedagogical accounts of sport involvement at all levels and it is therefore 
possible to examine the form and direction of learning that sport participants 
engage in (including athletes, coaches and administrators) while still 
acknowledging the inherent complexities and situatedness of learning in sport. 
Indeed, with respect to the research considered in this special issue, a cultural 
learning framework (Hodkinson, Biesta, and James 2008) provides a generative 
entry point for further evaluation of the pedagogical properties of high-
performance sporting environments. Specifically, and as will be considered further 
in the next section, the TLC frames the importance of context and the 
interdependent relationship between person and culture, while the Cultural 
Theory of Learning (CTL) provides a means to highlight the importance of 
individual agency in a person’s learning. As well as being a common thread, both 
TLC and CTL provide specific reference points for this study and are discussed in 
relation to other, potentially complementary theory. 
The cultural and structural properties of elite or high-performance sport mean 
that individuals invariably are required to respond and improvise to constantly 
changing parameters, game conditions and the urgency of ‘winning’. This is what 
Beckett (2001) refers to as ‘hot action’. It is necessary therefore to account for 
the individual and social contributions to learning in sophisticated ways to 
accommodate this kind of intensity. Cushion et al. (2010) also advise that 
learning cannot really be understood without accounting for the reflective  
practices  involved.  We would  argue  that  while  reflection-in-action  (see  Scho¨n  
1983) is crucial for both players’ and coaches’ emergent decision-making during 
a game, the more contemplative reflection-on-action is a luxury few high-
performance AFL coaches can afford given the contested nature of 






Five SCs), six ACs and five administrators (including four former coaches in 
the professional AFLs) at different clubs were recruited for the project. 
Participants were drawn from the current and past senior and assistant coaches 
in the AFL. Their participation in the project was voluntary and conducted 
through the AFL Coaches’ Association. The AFL Research Board funded this 
research project, for which institutional ethics was approved. Eleven of 
Australia’s 16 elite professional AFL franchises were represented. 
The age of the participants ranged from 37 to 64 years (M ¼ 46.7 years; SD ¼ 7.2 
 
years). The participants were experienced as players, coaches and/or 
administrators and had lengthy involvement in the Australian football professional 
leagues. The 15 participants who played Australian football at the elite level 
amassed 222 years of senior (elite) football (M ¼ 14.8 years; range ¼ 7 – 26), 
including 104 years in the AFL (n ¼ 11; M ¼ 9.5 years; range ¼ 2 – 17) and 118 
years in the Australian football professional leagues (n ¼ 12; M ¼ 9.9 years; 
range ¼ 1 – 18). Overall, the participants were an experienced coaching group 
with 15 of the participants reporting 176 coaching seasons (M ¼ 10.2 years; 
range ¼ 5 – 34), including 123 years in the AFL, 33 in the Australian football 
professional leagues and 20 in other semi-professional competitions. Nine 
participating coaches had coached at more than one AFL club. Eleven 
participants had AFL coaching experience (M ¼ 6.0 years; range ¼ 1.5 – 12) and 
six had been a SC in the AFL (M ¼ 9.3 years; range ¼ 2 – 23); of the five SCs in 
the sample, four reported experience as a AC in the AFL, (M ¼ 3; range ¼ 2 – 4) 




There were two major data collection measures. First, each participant 
completed a short questionnaire that identified demographic information (i.e. 
age, playing and coaching experience, development and coach development 
activities). Second, the lead author inter- viewed each participant for 
approximately 45 – 90 minutes. The use of a semi-structured interview process 
provided  an  in-depth understanding of  the  work  of  this  group  of coaches 
by capturing rich representations of their experiences, thoughts and feelings 
without the constraints of theory-driven questionnaires. Semi-structured 
questions were designed around the following four major roles of 
performance coaches identified by Lyle (2002), which include (a) performance 
enhancement (e.g. design and implementation of training and recovery sessions, 
competitions, schedules and coaches’ behaviours (e.g. instruction, feedback and 
organisation); (b) those activities that support or prepare for the direct 
intervention (e.g. planning, administration, data management and counselling); 
(c) attempts by the coach to manage the situational factors to the best 
advantage of the players and the coaching process (e.g. training access, support 
services, availability of personnel, equipment, recruitment, athlete support 
services and development plans) and (d) continuous overview of the progress of 
the coaching process in relation to stated objectives, including strategic planning 
and evaluation. 
Further questions were focused on eliciting descriptions of the mediated 
(see Moon 1999) learning process (i.e. mentoring) as the SCs and ACs and their 
respective perceptions of its efficacy. Interviews were audio-taped and 
transcribed verbatim for analysis. To broaden the canvas, the examination of 
work performed by senior and assistant coaches in the AFL included coaching 





An interpretative analysis of the interview data was conducted. Using an 
inductive approach, ‘meaning units’ representing core categories were 
identified as they emerged from  the  data.  All  interviews once  transcribed 
were  returned to  the  participant for member checking and this resulted in 
some minor change. The full transcripts were prepared and entered into Nvivo 
(Version 7) for analysis. First, data were coded according to the key questions put 
to all respondents by the interviewer, resulting in the creation of coding 
categories (nodes) for work roles, learning coaching and levels of co-
participation. Once this was completed, each question was then coded to identify 
and quantify the range of responses given in answer to the questions, and nodes 
were created for each of the themes that emerged at this stage of the analysis. For 
example, ‘work roles’ was further subdivided into the coaching team, roles 
associated with the coaching task, the coaching process and career paths for 
coaches. 
In addition, nodes were created for a series of contextual themes – the 
coach’s position (i.e. SC and AC), the degree of difficulty and importance 
associated with the various roles of the coach, and the additional dimensions of 
change and comparisons made between experiences within different clubs. 
Once the initial descriptive coding was completed, a second level of analysis 
was applied to identify significant themes that emerged across the categories 
created on the basis of the responses to the interview questions. This ident- ified 
key competences required to undertake the various tasks of coaching, as 
described in discussion of both work roles and learning coaching, and preferences 
for processes used to acquire these competences. A final level of analysis 
involved conducting matrix intersection searches to produce comparative 
tables based on the level of the coach’s position under discussion (senior or 
assistant). This facilitated the identification of common competences and 
learning processes as well as competences and learning preferences that were 
unique to a particular coaching level. 
 
 
Results and discussion 
Coaching is a social activity (Jones, Armour, and Potrac 2003; Lyle 2002) and the 
significance of learning from and through others has been recognised in 
many studies (e.g. Occhino, Mallett, and Rynne 2013; Mallett, Trudel, Lyle and 
Rynne 2009; Rynne, Mallett and Tinning 2006; Trudel and Gilbert 2006). In order 
to better understand learning to become an SC in the AFL, and consistent with a 
cultural theory of learning, this study focused on the relational 
interdependence between the individual (coach’s action) and social (AFL and 
club practices) (Billett 2006; Peim and Hodkinson 2007). Specifically, learning to 
become an SC was contingent upon the interdependence between work tasks, 
other workers and the workplace itself (Fenwick 2001). 
 
 
Learning to become and becoming though learning 
 
It seems logical to assume that coaches are deemed successful when they satisfy 
the expectations of the stakeholders. According to Barker-Ruchti et al. (this 
edition), the market orientation of high-performance sport shapes the 
‘industrial culture’ in which coaches must not only function but also learn to 
function. Since in this case, the stakeholders include club officials, AFL officials, 
footballers, supporters and sponsors, success measured by the commodity logic is 
through the achievement of successful performance outcomes. But the most 
significant stakeholders for the SCs are actually the members of the club board 
since they do the hiring and firing. The precariousness of coach employment is 
an important issue and has the potential to hinder the learning process by 
directing attention to successful performance outcomes in the short term 
rather than a focus on processes and medium- to long-term performance. The 
club board is most often focused on things that enhance the club’s standing in 
the marketplace, namely results, championships, medals and records. 
Successful coaches learn to do the things necessary to ensure that the team 
can compete successfully and importantly satisfy stakeholder expectations. 
However, how this is done is not immediately obvious. At an integrative 
level, coach habitus  (Bourdieu 1977)  shapes  and  is  shaped  by  the  field 
(AFL) and  the  learning culture of the club. Hence, learning to be a high-
performance coach commences before they even become coaches (at any 
level). Habitus, considered part of a cultural theory of learning by Hodkinson, 
Biesta, and James (2008), is significant in AFL coaching. Most of the coaches in 
this study had been players of the game at the elite level having played several 
hundred AFL games. As SC Jack said: 
 
I think having been a captain of a footy club really was a good stepping-
stone to becoming a senior coach . . . We’re all, the majority of us, are all 
ex-footballers who have played football that have come up and become 
managers. 
 
While the coaches in this study ascribed value to this experience as a resource 
to inform their coaching (Gilbert, Coˆ te´, and Mallett 2006; Mallett et al. 2009; 
Trudel and Gilbert 2006), over time the reliance on pre-mediate playing 
experiences appears to wane as coaches develop their craft (Mallett, Rynne, 
and Billett 2014). 
The coaches in this study wanted to be successful (as defined by win/loss 
records) and subsequently actively sought to improve their coaching practice 
knowing full well that under the commodity logic culture of AFL they needed 
to show that they were the ‘market leaders’, and this provided a powerful 
motivator for learning. However, learning AFL coaching work was found to be 
problematic largely because of the aggressively con- tested nature of the culture 
of AFL. Nonetheless, it was apparent that ‘significant others’ also strongly 
influenced the development of both SCs) and ACs. The nature of the social 






The ACs in the study were highly committed to developing their coaching 
practice. However, they reported the need for increased support for 
professional development. They identified key influential people, which 
included their SCs, other ACs and former coaches. To a lesser extent, coaches 
from other sports, confidantes, people from outside the sport and club 
managers were identified as influential. 
 
 
The influence of the SC 
Notwithstanding the tensions and power relations between AC and SC (after all, 
the AC might be aspiring to take the SC’s job), the ACs generally reported that 
the SC had the capacity to make a significant contribution to their learning 
and development as AFL coaches, thus supporting the utility of a ‘community 
of [coaching] practice’ (Lave and Wenger 1991; Wenger 1998). Steve (AC) 
reported that ‘the senior coach at my first club taught me a hell of a lot’, while 
Duncan (AC) said that ‘a fair bit of observation of the senior coach’ was key to 
his development as a coach. This consistent source of coaching knowledge was 
reported and valued throughout their career as ACs. 
All six ACs in this study reported the primary role of other coaches in the 
development of their coaching. Damien summed the perceptions of the group in 
saying that: ‘when I first went on board I was looking around to see if there was, 
not so much a course, but someone or some person I can access’. The ACs 
reported the importance of individual coaches’ networks in developing their 
professional practice, which could be categorised into two smaller networks: a 
coaches’ network within each club (SC, ACs and ancillary staff) and an external 
network (e.g. former coaches, ACs at other clubs and coaches in other sports). 
Learning from SCs was particularly valued in the early stages of their AC 
careers. However, they reported the need for opportunities to learn more 
about the varied tasks of the SC (i.e. basic surveillance of observable SC activities 
was insufficient for continued learning). This interest in what the SC does might be 
attributable to the AC pursuing a possible interest in one day becoming an SC: ‘I’ve 
spoken to the Senior Coach about that [what he does] . . . a couple of times 
through the year, about me putting down information that may be relative to 
making the next step as a senior coach’ (Damien, AC). The general view of the 
AFL community was that the SC was responsible for guiding the development of 
the AC. The SCs themselves reported that supporting the learning of ACs was 
part of their responsibility. This reciprocal understanding was not necessarily a 
structured relation- ship, but more of an unwritten expectation by both SC and 
AC. Nevertheless, in most cases the ACs reported limited guidance from the SC 
and often felt a sense of ‘isolation’, in that, they did not always perceive their SC 
as supportive in facilitating their development. This is discussed in more depth 
later in the paper. 
Networking with other coaches within the club was also considered an 
 
integral part of everyday work, especially in the early careers of ACs. All ACs 
commented on the importance of interaction with other coaches in developing 
their coaching knowledge. For example, Duncan said: 
 
often talking about my experiences at my first club, his experiences at his 
first club. What happened when that happened? What did the coaching 
[staff] do? . . . Yes, I think initially the sources were quite narrow, probably 
totally from within the industry. 
 
Furthermore, Bill (AC) commented that ‘the guy I worked with at the first club as 
an assist- ant coach; I felt that he challenged me a lot in regards to my thinking as 
a person. Perhaps [it] helped me develop my philosophy on coaching’. While it 
was expected that ACs at the same club would learn from each other as well as 
their SC, it was found that some coaches also sought counsel from outside of the 
club, including, somewhat surprisingly, ACs in rival clubs: ‘I think I have embraced 
other assistant coaches’ opinions a fair bit’ and ‘in regards to other assistant 
coaches from other clubs I feed off them in regards how they coach against 
certain opposition’ (Bill, AC). Duncan (AC) valued the importance of his 
confidantes and discreetly sought counsel from other coaches that he respected 
and trusted: ‘I don’t really have one or two mentors that I regularly keep in 
touch with but there are a couple of blokes that, from time to time, the same 
blokes that I do talk with.’ Duncan subsequently indicated that he was not 
prepared to personally invest and confide in too many other people about his 
coaching at this stage. This finding supports the view that coaches probably are 
guarded against confiding in others until they are more confident as coaches and 
believe that they can trust the respected confidante, further supporting the 
establishment of an informal social network in preference to a more fully 
functioning ‘community of practice’ (Wenger 1998). 
Most of the participants reported limited but consistent access to other 
people: ‘I think each coach has one, two or three people that they really like to 
get close to and that would be the maximum, I think three or so’ (Frank, 
Admin). Unlike the younger ACs inter- viewed, more experienced ACs 
reported the utility in accessing people from outside the AFL. An experienced 
AC (Steve) reported the benefits of seeking novel ideas from outside sport: 
You’re always looking for something new and something better so whilst 
you use familiar people all the time, you’re constantly trying to think outside 
the square . . . And I am just inter- ested in meeting with them and talking 
to them about some of the things they do try and develop . . . that can 
be transferred to into us as a footy club . . . over time your network 
becomes bigger so therefore you’ve got a bigger pool of people that you 
can ring up or talk to or contact. 
 
However, despite the capacity for coaches to learn from others, there was a 
strong perception among the ACs interviewed that support for the professional 
development of coaches was lacking. For example, Duncan said, ‘I don’t think we 
as a group as a coaching group and the footy club put enough into the 
 
development of their coaches.’ Duncan’s comments suggest that coaches would 
value additional support in developing their craft. Perhaps there is a perception 
from others that coaches do not need much support. This finding does not 






Like the ACs, the SCs consistently reported the significance of coaching work 
and the primary influence of others on their development as coaches. However, 
the more experienced SCs preferred a close group of people (confidantes) –  
current and former AFL coaches, coaches from other sports and people from 
outside sport (e.g. business). 
Several SCs reported the contribution of their own coaches (when they were 
players) in their early coaching career. This process is well understood in teaching 
and the apprentice- ship of observation has been written about widely (see Lortie 
1975 as an original source of this concept). These pre-mediate experiences 
helped shape their elementary understanding of the coaching process and the 
foundation for further learning (Sage 1989). Jed (SC) reported the influence of 
his coaches in helping him in his early coaching career: ‘I went back on what I’d 
learnt from my coaches.’ A major reason for SCs seeking counsel from former 
coaches is because of the perceived ‘street credibility’ –  they have been 
there before. Tom (SC) valued the contributions of experienced coaches to his early 
development: ‘I think it’s the people around you; the chance to talk to people, 
the more experienced coaches.’ Accessing previous coaches supports the notion 
of an ‘individual enterprise’ in developing a broader dynamic social network 
(DSN), rather than relying upon a simple community of practice notion. SCs 
continually searched for people of influence who would facilitate their learning: 
 
Certainly one particular confidante that I had when I first started [as a SC], I 
remember meeting with him and probably spending an hour or an hour and 
a half, I wouldn’t even speak to now. I think because I’ve probably 
developed, without being conceited, I think I’m way ahead of him in terms 
of where football is. . . . You can actually overtake them in terms of 
knowledge. So suddenly you’ve got to go to the next level to the people 
who are still ahead of you. (Jack, SC) 
 
The use of confidantes was common practice among the participating SCs. Some 
coaches even pointed to their partner (invariably referred to as ‘wife’) as being 
crucial as someone with whom to discuss pressing issues related to the job of 
coaching. As Luke (SC) said ‘You need to have a good wife’ and continued to 
indicate the importance of having someone with whom there was a great shared 
trust and who was prepared to listen. Furthermore, Jack reported that, ‘I’ve 
probably got as many as half a dozen to ten people that I regularly talk about, 
sometimes it is life in general, but then it sways around to [football] . . . I talk a 
lot about footy with them.’ Until trust is established it is unlikely that coaches will 
 
disclose their concerns, issues, and more importantly their ideas. While it was clear 
that the length of time they had known them was a factor, the specifics of how 
trust and respect were generated were not particularly clear and seemed to be 
an individual orientation. However, con- straining features of the particular club 
culture may also have been a factor as to how SCs ascribed trust. 
Several SCs valued their relationship with their ACs and often ‘use 
their assistant coaches as sounding boards’ (Frank, Admin). As Tom (SC) 
reported, ‘just watching them [assistant coaches] and learning from them as well’ 
was considered valuable for developing their craft. This relationship between SCs 
and ACs – although informal, ad hoc and often passive – differentially helps both 
ACs and SCs in learning their craft. This informal discussion of issues does 
promote some sense of a ‘joint enterprise’ (Lave and Wenger 
1991) in which participants work together –  to varying degrees –  in 
supporting each other’s learning but does so differentially and in a unsystematic 
way. 
The effectiveness of the relationship between an SC and an AC was largely 
contingent on the philosophy of the SC. Typically this was not a formalised mentor 
– mentee relationship. There was sufficient evidence that the effectiveness of the 
SC – AC relationship in terms of learning was based on a high level of trust and 
respect, and we would argue, that effective- ness was also limited by the nature 
of the power relations between the two coaches. The nature of professional 
sport and the volatility of the coach employment in AFL can inhibit open 
disclosure between coaches even if they are employed at the same club. 
Sources outside the football club and former coaches that were commonly 
accessed by experienced SCs included interactions with the business world and 
overseas sporting operations/franchises. Some SCs reported increased interest in 
learning from the business world; therefore there was no possibility of a ‘joint 
enterprise’ but there was evidence of what Allee (2000) refers to as Informal 
Knowledge Networks (IKN) and what Nichani and Hung (2002) call networks of 
practice. These are not the same but both can be categorised as social relations 
that do not depend on reciprocity or the necessity of formal face-to-face contact 
even though this was the preferred form of communication. As Jack (SC) described: 
 
I’ve had more involvement with the Corporates. I think that’s really helped. . . 
. I think that [the] corporate area is one that we generally tend not to access 
much of. So I think to have a look at the way the corporate world operates, 
how they manage their people and all those sorts of things. I think that’s 
certainly an area that I’ve felt would be very beneficial in becoming a 
senior coach. . . . How they manage staff. 
 
The trend of coaches from professional football clubs visiting overseas operations 
was also quite common in this sample of AFL SCs. Jack reported: 
 
I’ve certainly picked up a lot of things by video taping training, being very 
specific with your training and I learned that from my trips to America in 
[year]. So I‘ve certainly picked up a lot of things that we translated here. 
 
 
Although these trips in search of the latest developments in elite sports were 
considered useful, mostly they served the purpose of affirming the beliefs and 
practices of the SCs: ‘none of them has really shaped me they just cemented 
ideas that I had about certain issues’ (Jed, SC). The shift from predominately 
AFL people to an increasing network of external confidantes and contacts (IKN) 
reflects a DSN that assists SCs in their quest for knowledge. This DSN may include 




Learning from others 
First, it was clear from both ACs and SCs that creating networks as we described 
above was crucial for learning. It is important to note that the culture with 
professional Australian foot- ball, framed as it is by the commodity logic, meant 
that such networks tended to exist beyond the club culture. Generally feedback 
as a learning tool was highly structured and took the form of performance 
appraisal and measurement against key performance indicators that invariably 
were dominated by the team’s on-field performances. However, for the most 
part such feedback was sporadic and frequently superficial: ‘the two senior 
coaches I’ve worked under haven’t been great for feedback [in terms of quality 
of coaching]. So a lot of it is about analysing yourself’. In part this can be 
attributed to what Culver and Trudel (2006) refer to as the individual enterprise 
in coaching. So in a sense this presented as a paradox. The members of a field 
conjoined as they are by common practice (see Bourdieu 1977) and the pursuit of 
common or at least aligned goals are in fact divided by the culture of 
individualism. Perhaps we should not be at all surprised by this given the neo- 
liberal conditions (Harvey 2005) under which markets have evolved. For 
example, Masa, an AC said: ‘You’ve got to help each other. You’ve got to work as 
a team. You’ve got to help each other with their roles.’ However, in many cases 
there was a concern that there was a perceived reluctance of some coaches 
to share their knowledge. For example, Masa later said: ‘I did find that at [AFL 
club] because people were guarding their terri- tory . . . if too many people 
know how you do the job and end up doing it better you become redundant 
. . .  .’ 
Developing a social network assisted ACs in affirming and challenging their 
coaching practices. The lack of constructive feedback about their coaching 
practice from within their club, and the need to constantly update and improve 
their coaching, precipitated the need to develop what we prefer to call a DSN of 
people. We prefer this term because the types of social relations and networks 
the coaches developed were neither stable nor consistent. Hence change was 
a feature of the coaches’ personal networks. Moreover, the nature of their work 
necessitated ACs extending their network beyond their own club. This was con- 
firmed by SCs. The development of a network of confidantes assisted the coaches 
develop the ability and confidence to self-appraise. This social network often 
included other coaches from within (former SC) and outside the AFL. As Robert 
 
said, ‘If you’re serious about coaching, who’s going to give you feedback about 
your role? . . . who’s going to be a sounding board for you.’ Frank supported this 
view in saying: ‘I think each coach has one or two or three people that they really 
like to get close to . . . they bounce a lot of things.’ 
What this tends to suggest is that coaching at the highest levels of Australian 
football is a rather isolating experience and this was perhaps worse for SCs. 
Although the SCs were driven to find solutions to their problems, their sense of 
isolation partly created by personal ego and a lack of trust (mostly associated with 
job security) necessitated the development of a DSN that continued to evolve 
and change but which invariably drew assistance from people outside their 




The importance of learning from others is well established in many work contexts; 
however, few studies have been conducted in high-performance sport coaching 
and even fewer in the context of professional sport in Australia. The sense of 
isolation brought about by professional volatility in AFL offers a different view 
on Hodkinson, Biesta, and James’s (2008) attempt to  overcoming dualisms in  
learning. We  say  this because the ‘field’ (Bourdieu 1977) is a relatively hostile 
one and the necessity of individualism is heightened because of it. So despite 
the acknowledged utility of learning from others, all coaches reported some 
sense of isolation in their learning. This was particularly so for the senior (head) 
AFL coaches. This isolation was connected with ego protection associated with 
significant others’ perceptions of their competence or expertise. Failure to be 
perceived by administrators as competent might be cause for concern about job 
security. Furthermore, the possibility of an AC within the club challenging for the 
SC position was also of concern. 
So while we acknowledge Hodkinson, Biesta, and James’s (2008) position on 
the role of the situation in learning, it seems in the context of professional 
Australian football their position on ‘wider, social, economic and political factors’ 
(27) might have more resonance. The transient nature of relationships within the 
culture of learning in AFL suggests that CTL  would  benefit (in  this case) from 
being extended to  include theorising around DSNs. We say this because as 
individual agents within the context of professional sport, it was necessary to go 
beyond the culture of learning that was framed by the contextual parameters of 
the football club. We could argue that the nature of the culture of Australian foot- 
ball clubs (and we suspect that they are not unique among football clubs in this) 
enforced the practice of going beyond not only the culture but also the field. As 
we said earlier, fields do not necessarily have clear boundary edges and one field 
can come to influence another. While the rules and resources of fields tend to 
remain stable, the influence of these can creep beyond what are assumed to be 
the boundaries of fields. In turn, this comes to influence practice in other fields. 
In a recent paper by Rossi et al. (in press) this was found to be the case within 
the context of schools and the degree of ‘health work’ that teachers under- take. 
In the case of this study, the coaches, particularly the SCs sought out fields that 
 
were beyond the field of sport let alone football. In spite of Bourdieu’s claim that 
fields constantly try to differentiate themselves from others, he acknowledged that 
the limits of a field seldom observe what he called ‘juridical frontiers’ (Wacquant 
1989, 39). That is, fields tend not to manifest observable beginning and end 
points according the rules and laws that govern those fields. This suggests that 
when professions are construed as fields, we should not expect them to be 
bounded entities. For the SCs and ACs this was obvious. For the purposes of 
learning, coaches found it necessary to move beyond the juridical borders and 
seek the influence of and ways of being in other fields. The variety of people 
accessed (often beyond the immediate workplace) and the long time taken to 
establish networks of supporters meant that a new way of describing the social 
networks of AFL coaches is desirable. In a sense coaches designed this dynamic 
network themselves and they tended to be characterised by the following: (a) 
the coach identifies members whom they respect for their knowledge and 
trustworthiness; (b) membership is dynamic according to the perceived needs 
of the coach and includes people who are within and external to the club and 
sometimes external to the industry, (c) takes years to develop; (d) usually 
involves more than just information exchange and (e) interaction is preferably 
informal, irregular and mostly face-to-face where possible. To this end, the 
coaches were agentic in designing their own learning culture to compensate for 
the contested nature of the field. 
Most community network theories are inadequate in accounting for the power 
relations within coaching work that differentially influence coach development, 
therefore an extension to the theorising of such concepts is advocated. As 
Hodkinson, Biesta, and James (2008) suggest, ‘power inequalities and relations 
are central to activity within any social setting, and learning is no exception’ 
(32). In the case of the AFL, the power of the stake- holders for whom 
marketised outcomes were ‘wins’ this power inequality encourage coaches to 
create alternative or at least additional learning cultures that existed beyond 
the normally accepted boundaries of football, and to some extent sport more 
broadly. 
Given the criticisms of other concepts of social networks, it might be time for 
a deeper theorising of DSNs) as a useful adjunct to the culture of learning theory. 
For example, future research might examine more specifically the topics pursued, 
the number of members and the frequency of access to others in the DSN. We 
acknowledge that the findings in this research are not generalisable, even 
within the Australian sporting context. However, we do consider our arguments 
here to be generative. That said, we acknowledge the need to examine other 
contexts in Australia (e.g. individual and team sports) and abroad to identify 
similarities and differences in the ‘web’ of social relations and networks that 
impact professional  coaches’  learning.  Future  research  examining  the  web  
of  social  relations between actors in other sports and in different cultural 
contexts would be fruitful in informing coach education and broader 
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